Medical Students for Choice's Reproductive Health Externships: impact on medical students' knowledge, attitudes and intention to provide abortions.
The number of abortion providers in the United States has declined dramatically in the past 15 years, threatening women's already limited access to abortion services. Improving medical students' training in abortion could help abate this public health crisis. From 2004 to 2006, we surveyed students before and after their participation in Medical Students for Choice's Reproductive Health Externship (RHE) program to assess their knowledge about abortion and unintended pregnancy, attitudes about performing abortions, intentions to provide abortions in the future and (in 2006) counseling patients. Following participation in an RHE, 15% more students answered at least 75% of questions about unintended pregnancy and abortion correctly (p=.006) than prior to participation. RHE participants were more supportive of abortion provision (p<.001) and more inclined to provide abortions in the future (p=.008). In 2006, the RHE participants were twice as likely to feel comfortable counseling patients about abortion (p<.001). Early clinical experiences with abortion and family planning can impact medical students' knowledge, attitudes, intentions to provide abortions and ability to counsel patients, potentially improving women's access to comprehensive reproductive health care in the future.